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Recently, Ann Rauhala was talking to the students in her health and science reporting class at Ryerson University 
about how they got interested in science. Several said it was by watching documentaries. 


When they revisited the subject a week later, "the class again enthusiastically promoted the idea that, for many of 
them, it is documentaries in particular that are providing a sort of easy entree into the world of science," Rauhala 
said. And they do that in such a way that the students "feel not frightened, not intimidated, but able to react" to what 
they see onscreen. 


Those words would be music to the ears of Keith Scholey. 


The British nature documentary producer debuts one of his most high-profile projects this week when Our Planet is 
released on Netflix Friday. The eight-part series was made over four years in 50 countries with over 600 crew 
members. And while it's filled with the kind of breathtaking cinematography seen in docs like thePlanet Earth and 
Blue Planet series, the hope is that viewers will do more than just admire. 


The first episode makes the point that wildlife populations have declined by 60 per cent on average in the last 50 
years, after thousands and thousands of years of planetary stability. But "with our help," narrator David 
Attenborough tells us, "the planet can recover." 


Scholey reiterated that combination of despair and hope during a sneak peek of the doc at the TIFF Bell Lightbox. 


"The psychology of humans up to this point has been that to protect nature involves sacrifice by people. If we don't 
protect nature, we will be sacrificing people," Scholey told the audience. "People talk about the horse has bolted. | 
think the haunches have just gone through the stable gate; | think the tail is still there.” 


That's not out of line with a recent UN report that said time is running out to prevent "irreversible and dangerous 
impacts" from climate change, but also suggested that changes in human activity could still reverse course. 


It's a tall order, however, especially in light of the study of what's called the "information-deficit model": the theory 
that if you give people new or better facts on something like climate change, it will change minds. 


Recent research has cast doubt on the model, including a Pew Research Center report in 2016 that found people's 
levels of scientific knowledge didn't necessarily affect their views on climate change. 


"You can't feed people more facts and suddenly change their mind," said Jim Handman, executive director of the 
Science Media Centre of Canada. 
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He's a fan of environmental documentaries, but he says they tend to preach to the converted: people who are 
“already inclined to believe in climate change." 


Handman, who was an executive producer for years on the CBC Radio science program Quirks Quarks, added that 
individual change is not enough. "It's good if you use the green bin or blue bin, but that's not gonna save the world." 
Change has to be large scale and systemic, like closing coal plants or electing activist governments. 


Nonetheless, for Scholey, making Our Planet was a necessity as much as a choice. 


"Can | look at what | know and my grandchildren, and sit and do nothing?" he said in an interview. "We know what's 
gonna happen if we sit and do nothing. It's absolutely not good, so we have to give it our best shot." 


And that best shot, in his view, depends on young people. That's one of the reasons he and the rest of the 
Silverback Films team chose Netflix as the platform for the series. 


Besides its worldwide reach, "the majority of the Netflix audience watching wildlife (documentaries) is young," he 
said. 


If that audience includes kids like the ones who recently staged strikes around the world to demand action on 
climate change, "those kids are gonna have an impact on their parents; those parents will have an impact on their 
politicians." 


Those young viewers have a lot of material to choose from for inspiration. 


Last weekend, for instance, BBC Earth Canada debuted Blue Earth Live, four live broadcasts from three 
international locations about the challenges facing the planet's marine life (the last part airs Sunday at 3 and 8 
p.m.). On April 20, the award-winning documentary Anthropocene: The Human Epoch, about the ways in which 
people are permanently changing the Earth, will have its TV and streaming premiere on Crave. Itwill get an encore 
release on Crave on Earth Day, April 22, right after the TV and streaming debut of Sharkwater Extinction, the final 
film from the late Rob Stewart. 


Facts like those are sobering and depressing. But Scholey and his team aimed to go beyond doom and gloom and 
present ways to "fix this mess," not just through the series, but its linked website, ourplanet.com. 


"| do not think its destruction is inevitable," he said. 


Rauhala had a similar instinct after listening to a presentation from a student who said that young people will likely 
worry about things like climate change, water shortages and forest fires as much as jobs. 


It put Rauhala in mind of the 1980s, when she and other young people believed nuclear annihilation was imminent 
and campaigned for disarmament. 


"That gives me some hope that change is possible,” she said. 
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